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Abstract: 
This presentation will summarize an investigation of young children’s conservation knowledge and 
reasoning.  Eighty‐two preschool aged children (3‐5 years) were interviewed at two points in time six 
months apart using a semi‐structured interview. The interview protocol developed by Peter Kahn (2001) 
was used to assess children’s conservation attitudes. This was the first time the interview was used with 
preschool aged children. Children were asked questions about the importance of animals, plants, parks, 
and gardens, and whether it is acceptable to litter (and why or why not). Fifty‐seven of the children 
attended a preschool located at a nature center, ten children attended an urban preschool program that 
visited the nature center once or twice per month, and fifteen children attended a suburban, non‐
nature focused preschool (data collection is ongoing for the comparison samples). Interviews were 
transcribed and coded for children’s knowledge and conservation reasoning. 
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Research Questions
Does a nature-focused preschool program 
enhance children’s affinity for nature 
(biophilia?)
Does a nature-focused preschool program 
enhance children’s conservation knowledge 
and attitudes?
Operationalizing Conservation 
Knowledge & Attitudes
• Knowledge about nature & natural 
processes
• Beliefs about the moral standing of nature
• Reasoning, justification
• Action orientation
The Domain Perspective on 
Moral Development
Personal Conventional Moral
Legitimate claims 
of personal 
interests; outside 
of moral or 
conventional 
purview
General 
consensus; 
maintains order; 
relativity; rule 
contingency
Generalizable, 
not contingent 
upon rules, laws, 
or conventions, 
Appeal to justice, 
human welfare
Developmental Changes (Kahn, 2001)
• Younger children: emphasized welfare 
concerns
• Older children: emphasized justice
• Many children gave responses reflecting 
both
• Justice concepts build on concepts of 
welfare; this is an example of 
transformation in thinking
Unelaborated Harm 
to Nature
Anthropocentric
Biocentric
Biocentric 
Coordination of 
Human and 
Nature Oriented 
Welfare 
Considerations:
Isomorphic
Compensatory
Conditional
Hypothetical
Proposed Developmental Progression
Concern for Welfare Concern for Justice
Anthropocentric & Biocentric Reasoning 
(Prince William Sound Study, Kahn, 2001)
Harm Anthropocentric Biocentric
2nd 26% 42% 8%
5th 35% 64% 26%
8th 22% 58% 20%
Sentient & Non-Sentient Nature
(Kahn, 2001)
Harm Anthropocentric Biocentric
Shore 32% 70% 4%
Life 22% 50% 26%
Sentient aspects of nature pull more toward biocentric 
reasoning than do non-sentient aspects of nature
Which comes first – concern for 
nature or humans?
• Kahn proposes dialectical:
Moral 
Relationships with 
People
Moral Relationship 
with Nature
Current Study
• 52 children from SANC
• 14 children from Urban program
• 15 children from Children’s Center
• interviewed fall & spring
• 72 running record observations
• Parent surveys
Biophilia Interview
• 11 items
• This boy likes to play outside.
• This boy likes to play inside.
Which boy is more like you?
• This boy likes to watch birds.
This boy doesn't like to watch birds.
Which boy is more like you?
Results: Biophilia
Results: Think about nature?
Time 1 Time 2
Animals 26 21
Specific Animals 24 20
Specific Plants 8 7
Outside 1 1
Problems 0 1
Weather 0 2
Activities 5 4
Natural Objects 4 2
Natural Processes 1 3
Evaluative Statements 2
Conservation Interview
• Importance of:
• Pets
• Wild Animals
• Plants
• Parks & Gardens
Pets, Wild Animals, Plants, Parks
Proportion “yes, important”
SANC CCC Urban
Pets 71.4 78.6 71.4
Wild 
Animals
60.6 40 50.0
Plants 73.3 64.3 66.7
Parks 66.7 73.3 100
Reasons: Importance of Pets
SANC CCC Urban
Anthropocentric 84.6 100 100
Biocentric 7.7 -- --
Reasons: Importance of Wild 
Animals
SANC CCC Urban
Anthropocentric 60 100 (13.3) 100
Biocentric 40 -- --
Reasons: Importance of Plants
SANC CCC Urban
Anthropocentric 60 100 100
Biocentric 40 -- --
Reasons: Parks & Gardens
SANC CCC Urban
Anthropocentric 91.7 100 100
Biocentric 8.3 -- --
Problems that my Hurt 
Nature/Environment
• Litter/trash
• Breaking/stepping on 
plants
• Predators
• Hunters
• People kill animals
• Fires
• Guns
• Lightning
• Bears crush trees
• People do bad. They 
fight.
• Dinosaurs die
• Funguses can infect 
plants and animals
• Invasive species
• Snow kills plants
Help/Protect Environment
• Pick up trash
• Walk the dog
• Water stuff (plants)
• Take care of animals, 
grow plants that 
animals might like
• Cover up plants in the 
snow
• Grow plants that 
animals might like
• Pick up trash
• Call the firefighter
• I don’t kill animals
• I don’t pick plants
• Put worms back in soil
• Take garlic mustard out of 
the ground
• Untie animal caught in net
• Plant pumpkins
One Person Throw trash in Lake 
Michigan?
SANC CCC Urban
% No 92.3% 92.9% 71.4
Harm 71.4% 50% 50%
Anthropocentric 17.9% 50% 50%
Biocentric 3.6% -- --
Social Convention 7.1% -- --
Everyone Throw Trash in Lake 
Michigan?
SANC CCC Urban
% No 92.3% 85.7% 100%
Harm 66.7% 50% --
Anthropocentric 20.0% 25% --
Biocentric -- -- --
Social Convention 13.3% 25% 1 response
Trash in Lake Michigan:
SANC CCC Urban
Harm Fish? 79.1 60.0 37.5
Matter? 37.2 33.3 25.0
Harm Birds? 44.2 66.7 25.0
Matter? 18.6 33.3 ‐‐
Harm Water? 60.5 60.0 25.0
Matter? 25.6 40.0 25.0
Harm People? 39.5 53.3 25.0
Matter? 14.0 33.3 12.5
Trash in Lake Michigan: Harm 
Fish Reasoning
SANC CCC Urban
Harm 75% (6) 100% (26.7) 100% (12.5%)
Anthropocentric 12.5% (1) -- --
Biocentric 12.5% (1) -- --
Convention -- -- --
Trash in Lake Michigan: Harm 
Birds Reasoning
SANC CCC Urban
Harm 100% (6) 50% (2) 100% (1)
Anthropocentric -- 25% (1)
Biocentric -- 25% (1)
Convention -- --
Trash in Lake Michigan: Harm 
Water Reasoning
SANC CCC Urban
Harm 100% (4) 33.3% (1) --
Anthropocentric -- 33.3% (1) --
Biocentric -- 33.3% (1) --
Convention -- -- --
Trash in Lake Michigan: Harm 
People Reasoning
SANC CCC Urban
Harm -- 25% (1) --
Anthropocentric 80% (4) 75% (3) --
Biocentric -- --- --
Convention 20% (1) -- --
Far Away City, with a Rule
SANC CCC Urban
% No 86.8% 80% 66.7%
Harm 54.2% 22.2% 66.7%
Anthropocentric 20.8% 11.1% --
Biocentric 8.3% -- --
Social Convention 16.7% 66.7% 33.3%
Action Orientation
• Find the person who makes the laws and 
change it
• Put those things over your eyes that help 
you see under water and get all of the trash 
out
